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DEPUTY Prime Minister Tan Sri Muhyiddin Yassin was reported in Bernama (July 
24) as saying that rural development was of central concern to the Malaysian 
government, and that "rural areas are not to be left out of the country's development 
programme". This is a welcome reminder of the critical importance of rural 
development to Malaysia's continued growth and well-being. The fact that the Deputy 
Prime Minister raised this issue reinforces the solid perception that problems of rural 
development and inclusion in the ongoing economic development of Malaysia are 
critically important for the country's economic and social growth. 
 
In an interesting corollary point, Penang Consumers Association president SM 
Mohamed Idris reminds us of the statistics in the debate over poverty and income 
disparity in Malaysia. According to SM Mohammed Idris, "The bottom 40 per cent of 
households have an average income of RM1,222 whilst the top 20 per cent 
households earn an average of RM8,157." 
 
The position presented by the association is that Malaysia "should also decrease 
disparities between rural and urban investments by ensuring that employment 
opportunities are more widely available in the rural areas" 
(www.consumer.org.my/development/socio-economic/458-resolve wideningincome-
disparity-gap-now) 
 
"Effective wealth distribution matters more,"writes Azam Aris for The Edge (April 19) 
in My Say. He argues that while rural infrastructure has improved in Malaysia and 
helped to alleviate rural inequality, much more work can be done in Sabah and 
Sarawak, for example. 
 
It is important to note the significance and tenacity of urban poverty in Malaysia and 
the changing dimensions of poverty due to rapid urbanisation, migration and 
structural transformations in the economy. Nonetheless, rural poverty and its 
persistence among sections of the population are also of continuing concern and 
addressing these issues in no way belittles or diminishes the need to also look into 
urban problems as well. 
 
Indeed, it appears that much can still be done to alleviate rural poverty through 
expanding infrastructure, opening up possibilities and developing opportunities for 
participation and involvement by marginalised groups in the broader society. 
 
The argument put forward by advocates of rural development is that supporting and 
extending employment opportunities in rural areas is part of a broader commitment 
to alleviating rural disadvantage in Malaysia. It seems that across the political 
spectrum in Malaysia, there is recognition that rural poverty (as well as poverty in 
general) and rural development are key issues for social inclusion, social justice and 
economic growth and development. 
 
The significance of rural growth and the cultivation and expansion of rural economic 
activities on a broad range of fronts, from encouragement to small business 
enterprises, all the way to improving infrastructure and public utilities in rural areas, 
point to the fact that rural development is not simply an issue of social justice and 
dignity. 
 
It is also a central platform for economic growth and a still untapped source of 
dynamism and creativity. The essential point is that the problem of economic 
inequality and its corollary of rural disadvantage are recognised by a broad array of 
critics and political actors across a wide spectrum of Malaysian society. 
 
One thing seems clear. The need for investment and development in the rural 
economy is part of addressing the problems of inclusiveness as well as growth in 
Malaysian society. 
 
These agreements across the political spectrum on the need to address rural 
inequality and poverty point to the fact that despite the divisions within Malaysian 
society that seem to take the attention of the media, the things and concerns that 
unite Malaysians are also quite salient. 
 
While the sound and fury of political disagreement and competition in Malaysia often 
grab the headlines, there are areas of agreement, which receive less attention. 
 
Alleviating rural inequality and poverty is one such area. Arguably, there will be 
differences between people on how to best address the issues of rural development 
and there will always be those who will seek to make an agreement seem 
acrimonious in the service of political point scoring. However, all sides of the 
Malaysian spectrum recognise the social and economic benefits, and necessity of 
addressing the rural development issue. This also reveals a second issue. 
 
If the first observation is that rural development is an agenda that unites otherwise 
diverse actors in Malaysia, the second one is that such development also joins two 
imperatives that at times can appear to be at odds in discussions over ways forward 
for Malaysia. These two imperatives are economic justice and economic growth. 
 
Rural development is critical to Malaysia to achieve its objectives of social inclusion 
and equality, which are so necessary for social stability. At the same time, rural 
development is a vital input for Malaysia to meet the targets and objectives of the 
New Economic Model. 
 
Rural development is fundamental to wealth creation and progress as well as social 
and economic justice. The opening up of people's capacities, the inclusion of those 
who have been excluded from participation in growth and the unleashing of 
untapped opportunities through such development are central to economic growth 
and pivotal to the principles of sustainability and inclusiveness that are the 
centrepieces of the model. 
 
Ultimately recognising that the values of economic growth and social inclusiveness 
and equality can act as a catalyst for agreement in Malaysian society reveals a 
salient yet perhaps sometimes ignored point. Achieving unity and common purpose 
is possible if we look closely at our principles and substantive agreements, and avoid 
for a moment the sound and fury of point scoring and acrimony that so often 
characterises the way we communicate our views. 
 
A close look at the issue of rural development is a case in point. Here we have 
agreement across a broad spectrum of the need for alleviation of rural poverty and 
development of the rural sector. We also have a recognition that such development 
is a core contributor to social justice and inclusion as well as important for the 
economic bottom line. 
 
Recognising that there are issues, which can unite us, and acknowledging that 
growth and sustainability are not necessarily at odds are important food for thought. 
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